Depressed immune response in malnourished rats correlates with increased thymic noradrenaline level.
Depressed immune response is well documented in protein-calorie malnutrition (PCM). Also, central and peripheral noradrenaline (NA) activities have been reported to be increased in malnourished animals. Since increases in central and peripheral NA may inhibit immune function, it is possible that malnutrition-induced immunodepression could be mediated by noradrenergic hyperactivity. To address this hypothesis the effect of malnutrition on cell-mediated immune response, as well as on NA levels of the median eminence, spleen and thymus was studied in PCM rats. Decreased lymphoproliferative response and IL-1 production by mononuclear macrophages was observed in PCM. Besides, increased NA concentration was detected in thymuses of PCM rats, while unchanged levels of this neurotransmitter were observed in median eminence and spleen. These data suggest a positive correlation between malnutrition-induced immunodepression and sympathetic noradrenergic activity in thymus, an organ implicated in immune cell differentiation during early development.